Britain was the first modern European country to adopt the widespread practice of cremation, and by 2010, it took place in around three-quarters of all funerals. Although the clergy had ceased to be the exclusive custodians of funeral ritual, their views and example remained highly significant in conveying approval, or disapproval, of cremation to their religious constituencies. This article explores attitudes to cremation among the English Anglican and Roman Catholic leadership in the twentieth-century. In the first half of the century, a number of high profile Anglican bishops promoted cremation by both teaching and example. The Roman Catholic Church, however, remained opposed to the practice, which it equated with atheism and inhumanity. Although the Catholic position began to soften from the 1960s, it is evident that some reticence about cremation remains. The different approaches to cremation illuminate a subtle religious and cultural fault line between the two ecclesial communities which has hitherto been little explored. The article highlights the role of the Cremation Society of Great Britain in working with members of both Churches to normalise cremation.
Introduction
On 14 August 1919, Edward Lee Hicks, bishop of Lincoln, died in Sussex. Hicks had had a high profile during the First World War as President of the Church of England Peace League, and was well known for his socially and theologically progressive views. According to the Times obituarist, he was a man of 'advanced liberal opinions' which were combined with 'definite high church views'.
1 He supported biblical scholarship, temperance reform and votes for women. In death, Hicks revealed that he had one final 'advanced liberal' opinion to promote: he was to be cremated, an action signalling a radical departure from the death customs of his day. His funeral arrangements combined the simplicity of cremation at Golders Green, with the ritual associated with the full ceremonial considered befitting for a bishop in his cathedral. 2 Perhaps some of those present in the cathedral remembered that
Hicks's predecessor-but-one, Christopher Wordsworth (bishop of Lincoln 1869 -1885) had spoken forcefully against cremation less than half a century earlier, believing it to be a heathen lapse from Christianity that posed a threat to belief in bodily resurrection. 3 The fact that Hicks's next of kin opted for his cremation indicated that there had been a revolution in
Anglican episcopal thinking on this issue in just a couple of decades. 4 For the mourners Wordsworth's biographers pointed out that his arguments against cremation had been so misunderstood or misrepresented that 'he was credited with the absurd theory that the burning of the human body would be an obstacle to its resurrection. What he really did say was, that it might be an obstacle to the belief in its resurrection, a very different matter'. 4 James Fraser, Bishop of Manchester 1870-1885, was technically the earliest episcopal advocate of cremation. As early as 1879 he advocated it for social reasons on the grounds of the scandal of land removed from food production by the creation of large cemeteries, but he admitted that he hated the thought of cremation for his own family members. 
Graveyards, cemeteries and the beginnings of cremation
The mid-nineteenth century witnessed significant changes in funeral customs and attitudes to graveyards, triggered by fears about disease, disorder and criminality. 8 In the cities, overcrowded urban grave yards such as at Bunhill Fields in London, had become notorious.
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When burial grounds became packed too tightly, it was impossible for decomposition to occur properly, and sometimes graves were re-used too rapidly, before there had been proper decomposition of the previous occupant. Furthermore, decaying corpses were thought to exude dangerous miasmas -it was widely believed that infections were attributable to bad air. 10 These threats meant that the understanding of the graveyard underwent a dramatic change; it lost its centuries-old meaning as the peaceful resting place of the local dead, who were awaiting a supernatural future through physical resurrection, and it became identified as a place of risk to the living. In London, seven new large private cemeteries were opened in the 1840s, but these proved insufficient to address the problem. Concern was also expressed about the feasibility of burying the poor in London, due to high land values, and the need for land 'for the living' -a view that continued to be expressed throughout the twentieth 7 An excellent summary of the present state of play in this complicated debate is found in Clive D. The crematorium at Woking had no chapel in the first ten years of its existence, and there was no special ceremony at any of the early cremations. It looked like the large incinerator that it was, and early cremations attracted crowds of boys who sat on the grassy banks to watch the spectacle. When the chapel was built, in the late 1880s, it was in the gothic revival style, so familiar and reassuring to the Victorians, and also acceptable across the Christian denominational spectrum. The message was clearly intended to be that 'nothing heathen or atheist is going on in here'. On some occasions, however, even after the chapel had been opened, it appears that cremations took place without a funeral service, thus posing a dilemma for clergy who were subsequently asked to inter the ashes. The mass bereavement that occurred under the impact of war merely put the seal on the fate of hell'. 30 But he notes that Roman Catholic army chaplains continued with the traditional teaching, although it was often softened by their tendency to issue general absolutions to everyone on the battlefield. This meant that those who were killed would be in a state of grace, and not destined for the 'fiery place peopled by hideous beings' which was graphically described by a chaplain named Father Leahy, in a sermon of 1916.
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There is some evidence that anxieties about 'going into the fire' were still deterring lay people from choosing cremation in the mid-twentieth century. The Anglican clergyman Charles Forder, who wrote a pastoral manual that was widely used from the late 1940s until the 1960s, suggested that people still might need help to appreciate the difference between the 'refining fire' of cremation and the 'everlasting fire' of hell. attended by one or two male mourners and the priest, with the ashes brought to the church for a committal service 32 On balance though, Forder preferred the cremation to follow the funeral service, as there was, in his opinion, 'no really dignified method of carrying a small casket of ashes in and out of church'. 33 As so often in this debate, the discussion swiftly backed away from theology, and focussed instead on practical considerations. At around the same period, the Cremation Society tackled the issue of the flames head on, when it offered seven 'aesthetic reasons' in favour of cremation, of which the first was 'fire, the acknowledged purifier'. The most striking aspect of new church views of the afterlife is that, whilst they may be in haste to avoid anything "old fashioned" in liturgy, they are decidedly "old fashioned" in their conceptualisation of life beyond the grave … Heaven -and for the most part -hell were seen as realities that all need to face'. 35 Whilst the position of adherents of the new churches on the question of cremation has yet to be explored, there is some evidence that those at the more self-consciously conservative end of the Protestant spectrum remained most resistant; in 1991, the Belfast Crematorium was operating at only 55% capacity, even though it had been open for thirty years. 36 The Free Presbyterian Church 
Resurrected bodies
Amongst Anglicans and the more liberal Protestant denominations, where the decline in the belief in hell took hold, it tended to be accompanied by a second consideration that also made cremation more acceptable: a decline in the belief in the literal resurrection of the body, together with the loss of the notion that one would need one's physical body in the afterlife.
The traditional view had been that the resurrected body would be part of the way in which identity would be maintained in the hereafter. Moreover, because Christ had been physically raised, it was believed his followers would be -as indicated in 1 Corinthians 15:12-23.
There are, however, at least five theologies of resurrection implicit in the New Testament, 39 and there had long been a tension in Christian theology between the primacy of beliefs about the resurrection of the body and ideas about the immortality of the soul. The knowledge that thousands of young bodies had been horribly mutilated during the First World War had had a major psychological impact, pushing to the limit the traditional belief that God would re-unite the fragments. As the Anglican chaplain G.A. Studdert Kennedy had put it in 1918: 'We cannot now believe that there will ever come a time when these same bodies will burst their graves and rise from broken trenches and from shell holes, living men. of traditional teaching about judgement, which was linked to the idea of bodily resurrection (Revelation 20.11-15). The bereaved had been consoled by being told by the clergy that the brave and heroic soldier was eternally with God, even if he had gone to his death with a shaky or non-existent faith or uttering profanities. 41 Studdert Kennedy, in particular, sought to recast Christianity through the idea of divine passibility -that God himself suffered as the world suffered. This was in part an attempt to move Christianity away from being derailed by the sort of naïve questions that had hung around in the pre-War world -'Will I be resurrected with or without my false teeth, or my bad leg? How old will I be?' The Spiritualist movement, which was at its height in the interwar period, promoted the notion that although the dead were 'somewhere' and could be contacted by the living; they were spirits, in a nonmaterial spirit world. This was accompanied by a widespread desire during the War, and in the interwar period, to throw off the intense mourning rituals which had been associated with the Victorian and Edwardian ways of death -cremation offered one of the most obvious ways of signalling a break with the past. What I should desire … is that my body should be reduced rapidly to ashes, so that it may do no harm to the living, and then, in accordance with the Christian feeling, be laid in the earth -'Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust' -with the rites of the church. 
The disposal of ashes
The question of how the ashes of the cremated should be dealt with exercised clergy from an early date, and it is a concern that continues to the present. 59 In 1911, the Canterbury Convocation strongly urged the interment of ashes in church or churchyard, either without further service, or with the recitation of a psalm or collect. 'We desire to discourage the keeping of cinery urns within sight either of churches or elsewhere': 60 a statement which seems to indicate that unapproved practices, such as the retention of ashes in the home, were already becoming established. As the decades passed, Church of England attitudes relaxed on the absolute requirement for ashes to be buried. In 1943, the Canterbury Convocation joint committee was once again discussing cremation. The question was put: was cremation a preliminary to burial, or was it a form of burial in itself? Clergy took the former view, while the bishops favoured the latter. There was also division on what should happen to the ashes. The scattering of the ashes appears to appeal to many. The reasons vary; there are those who, in the deepest Christian sense, take what they call a poetic view of the return of the ashes, to remain unknown, except to God, on the bosom of the Mother Earth which, in its peace and beauty, was created by Him who is also the creator of our immortal spirits. Others are in favour of the practice from a noble revolt from the old-fashioned staging of funerals. Others again dislike the thought of death and everything connected with it and wish to get away and turn their back on the whole subject.
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Other clergy favoured the burying of ashes in consecrated ground, and this was the view that in later years gained increasing support among clergy as the 'correct' outcome for cremated remains. In 1943, the resolution adopted was that ashes should either be buried, or scattered reverently in a garden of remembrance. 63 What exactly constituted 'reverent scattering' was to be debated further by Anglican clergy, with the precise nuances of 'scattering', 'strewing' and 'broadcasting' ashes being discussed at the Convocation of the Province of York in 1951.
The essential point was that human remains should not be permitted to blow about in the wind. There was also a repetition of the condemnation of keeping ashes on the mantelpiece, lest it encourage the worship of relics. This very phrase has been recorded in resolutions passed by almost every national
Cremation Society in the past seventy years … when we are once more able to resume our communion with our colleagues in beleaguered Europe, the news that the established Church of England has confirmed this time-honoured principle, will, we hope, hearten them in the fight which they will yet have to wage in those lands where obscurantism still prevails.
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The unmistakable message was that the cremationists' post-war dialogue would be with Roman Catholicism, and so it turned out to be.
The Roman Catholic position before 1963
Following the acceptance of the legality of cremation in Britain in 1885, there was a move towards setting up regional branches of the Cremation Society. One of these was in 70 Indeed, in an article in the Dublin Review he engaged in a lengthy defence of earth burial as the only acceptable option for Christians, and repeated many of the anti-cremation arguments about the violence and inhumanity of the process, offensive smell and potential for the concealment of murder. 71 He concluded that cremation was 'thrice-condemned -by the instinct of nature, by the dictate of prudence, and by the decision of the Church'. 72 He had moved a long way in five years.
The Catholic ban on cremation in 1886 was only coincidentally a reaction to changes in Britain, which was of course a very insignificant part of the Catholic world. It was Lay education will shortly withdraw from them that of the rising generation. Civil funerals and cremation pyres will rob them of their last pretension to rule over death.
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The position was further hardened in 1892, when priests were forbidden to administer the last sacraments to anyone who had arranged to have their body cremated. Further statements on the subject provided clarification that the objection was primarily to cremation's association with Freemasonry and atheism, rather than to any intrinsic threat to the dogma of the Church, some secondary objections already familiar from Bishop Vaughan were also raised, including the 'inhumanity' of burning the human body, and the risk of destroying forensic evidence when death was due to violence or poisoning. 74 The repeated restatement of the link between cremation and Freemasonry made it easier for the Catholic Church to change its position over time, for if cremation ceased to be associated with Masonic ritual and atheistic thought, and instead became the stated preference of at least some of the faithful, then the objections to it began to lose their validity.
The 1917 Code of Canon Law maintained that burial was the norm, and stated that severe penalties were to be imposed on those who opted for cremation. At the same time, it was indicated that it might conceivably be used in exceptional circumstances, for example if a large number of people died in a plague. But the penalties were severe for anyone who chose cremation other than in these exceptional circumstances: they were to be deprived of a church funeral.
The Roman Catholic acceptance of cremation 73 Vaughan, 'Cremation' p.394. 74 William Devlin, The Catholic Encyclopedia vol 4 (London and New York, 1908) p.482.
Anxious to speak on behalf of 'believing Catholics who from their human conception want to be cremated', the International Cremation Federation (ICF) had been holding talks, apparently fruitlessly, with senior Vatican officials during the late 1950s and early 1960s.
The unexpected news that Pope John XXIII would be summoning a Council in the Autumn of 1962 provided the opportunity for a fresh start, and for the ICF a change in policy. Rather than making an 'official plea', as in the past, it decided to focus instead on encouraging 'personalities in key positions within the Roman Church hoping they will bring up the matter at the concilium'. 75 The President of the ICF (a Danish Lutheran, Dean Rald) made the interesting observation that 'cremation should be a matter to which an ecumenic (sic) attitude might be adopted … Cremation is not a religious question but a practical one for which we should be able to meet in co-operation irrespective of creed and philosophy of life'. 76 As if to underline this policy, Pharos published an article entitled 'The Roman Catholic attitude to
Cremation' by a priest, Donald W.H. Dorsett, alongside Rald's article. Dorsett, however, thought that cremation was a religious question, and that although it might become inevitable due to pressures on land, what was inevitable was not necessarily desirable. In common with other Catholic writers, he thought cremation undermined the idea of man created in the image of God. The body was intimately connected to the soul, and was something to be stored up as 'a treasure which will one day be given back to us'. Its decomposition should not be hastened by mechanical means, but the corpse 'treated with honour until time does its work'. In contrast to Rald, who had stated the opposite, he saw cremation as causing a difficulty for the belief in future bodily resurrection. Cremation undermined respect for the outward symbol of the body, in the same way that Puritans had undermined belief in saints, by destroying images of saints. He was candid about the gulf that had opened up between Rome and the general public on the issue: 'What is regarded as modern civil progress is regarded by the Holy Office as a barbarous practice … [It believes that] … 'those who are hostile to Christianity are praising and propagating the practice of cremation with the purpose in mind among others of gradually removing from people's minds the thought of death and the hope of the resurrection of the body and so paving the way for materialism'. 77 If this article was representative of Catholic opinion, it appeared that a change on such a crucial point would be some way off.
In the event, change came sooner than anticipated. The Vatican issued Piam et constantem on 5 July 1963, which, although still preferring burial, gave Catholics permission to be cremated. Some of the reasoning offered was the same type of pragmatic argument that had been advanced during debates within the Church of England during the Second World War.
Cremation itself was seen as a neutral act, not affecting the soul, nor preventing the final restoration of the body. Increasingly, it was being requested for reasons of health, economics, or what was described as 'reasons of public or private order'. 78 The Church felt compelled to accede in these practical requests, as long as it was clear that the choice of cremation did not stem from anti-Christian motives. By the following summer, practical guidance was being issued in the form of a papal instruction, which emphasised the importance of taking account of national customs, as well as economic and health consideration. The first cremation of a Roman Catholic in Britain occurred at Golders Green on 11 June 1964, following a service at a nearby Catholic church; no specific liturgical rite was performed at the crematorium.
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Initially, priests were forbidden to perform ceremonies in crematoria. Whilst on the one hand the Church appeared to be adopting a liberalising measure, this practical ban seemed designed to retain the strong sense of ecclesiastical disapproval. Alternatively, they coped alone with their concern and sorrow. This also put a strain on funeral directors, who sometimes had to manage proceedings at the crematorium without any clerical support. 82 At Golders Green, it was reported that the local Catholic priest, Fr Carmine de Felice, whose church, St Edward the Confessor, Finchley Road, was 'only a stone's throw' from the crematorium, had stated that the church 'could almost be counted the crematorium chapel' for those seeking a Catholic liturgy before a cremation. 83 But this was clearly nothing more than a workaround, facilitated by a sympathetic priest, and to remedy this state of affairs, McDonald pressed for Catholic clergy to be permitted to officiate at crematoria, citing the example of Japan. In Japan, the practice of cremation was universal, and priests, fully vested, were permitted to officiate in the crematorium at the funerals of Catholics, and to use incense, holy water, and to say or sing all the parts of the funeral liturgy. He gently reminded his superiors that 'the Holy See would not be creating a precedent should it decide to relax the ruling which at present forbids priests to go to the crematorium'. Canon law permitted them to choose the church for their funeral and the cemetery for their burial; now they might also choose the form in which their remains were buried. He argued that for some Catholics, cremation was 'something which they have always wanted to do, but refrained from doing out of a sense of obedience to the laws of the Church'. 91 Just how fast Roman Catholics attitudes will change on this matter will be an interesting issue for sociologists of religion.
Conclusion
This article has emphasised the fruitful partnership which existed during the middle decades of the twentieth century between the Cremation Society of Great Britain and the Anglican and Roman Catholic Churches. Through its conferences and journal, the Society remained ever ready to seek out and publicise the views of both Churches on cremation, and to provide advice. Although it avoided formal theological debate, the Cremation Society adopted and adapted certain theological motifs, particularly purifying fire, in a way which permitted it to make a contribution to the twentieth-century's evolving theology of death. The notes it provided to guide its lecturers in the period from 1946 until the 1960s are revealing: lecturers were urged to focus on the aesthetic, the economic and the religious reasons in favour of cremation. In the first category, as we have already seen, was the emphasis on 'fire, the acknowledged purifier', followed by 'the idea of a garden' and 'freedom from the cemetery and its harrowing associations'. 97 The economic reasons in favour of cremation reinforced the aesthetic, concentrating on land conservation and the ugliness of cemeteries. 99 Alluding to the cremations of Archbishops Lang and Temple was still seen as a positive move, but speculation about the resurrection of the dead had become a topic to be avoided.
The evidence shows that the British rapidly adopted the practice of cremation from the 1940s.
In 1968, the point was reached when over half of deaths resulted in cremation; in 1982 it reached two thirds, 100 and by 2010 it had reached three quarters. Douglas Davies has remarked that this development has been 'one of the most remarkable pieces in the jigsaw of social change over the last century'. 101 For most of those of English-Protestant heritage, this transition in death customs seems to have been largely unproblematic; it was seen as a natural part of the shift into 'modernity', which combined the 'common sense' approach to death which had been exemplified by Hicks and Gore together with, for those of the Christian faith, fearful of, the industrial process which is cremation. Furthermore, belief in hell fire declined to such an extent that neither the symbolism nor the reality of cremation seemed problematic.
There were various psychological and practical reasons which increased the acceptability of cremation. Until the relatively recent arrival of the woodland burial movement, and despite the chimney emissions and the enormous quantity of gas used, cremation was seen as a greener and cleaner alternative to land-hungry burials. It was also sometimes presented as less psychologically stressful for the bereaved: 'cremation, so much nicer and quicker', with the corpse gone within an hour or so of the funeral, tended to be a euphemism for 'you don't really want the body of your loved one rotting in the ground for years, do you?' Jennifer Leaney has argued that the sense of revulsion towards putrifying corpses was a powerful element in persuading Victorians and early-twentieth century Britons of the benefits of cremation. 102 As we have seen, the Cremation Society had long promoted the idea of fire as a means of purification, and the slogan 'purification, not putrefaction' was probably as apt in the 1980s as it had been when the early cremationist Sir Thomas Spencer Wells had first uttered it a hundred years earlier. 103 Although earth burial was presented as the 'natural' option, the slow and mysterious processes of natural decomposition could have little appeal for people who increasingly were not attracted to slowness and mystery. Furthermore,
cremation rapidly produces what the early twentieth-century French sociologist Robert Hertz termed 'dry remains', which he argued were easier for the bereaved to come to terms with than the 'wet remains' associated with a corpse. 104 At a practical level, although the price differential between cremations and funerals has become smaller in recent years, largely as a result of the need to improve the technology in order to make crematoria emissions less hazardous, cremation has long been presented as the cheaper and more convenient option. It avoided some of the problems associated with burial, such as the purchase and maintenance of a plot and the commissioning of a gravestone. Perhaps it particularly appealed to the English middle-class belief that expensive funerals were a sign of wastefulness and bad taste. 105 In a modern version of Bishop Edward Lee Hick's argument about wanting to create the 'least possible harm or inconvenience', people were increasingly inclined to request that their funerals should be as simple and unostentatious as possible.
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By the late twentieth century, the British were seeing cremation as having another advantage;
it gave the opportunity for a more personalised, privatised outcome, with relatives able to make choices about the cremated remains. These could include the scattering in a special place, keeping the ashes at home, the retention for later mixing with the ashes of other loved ones -even the pyrotechnic option, which involves having some of the ashes manufactured into fireworks. 107 As we have seen, as early as 1911 the Anglican clergy were warning against what they saw as the misuse of cremated human remains, and in 1951, they were condemning the 'eccentric' practice of climbing Snowdon or Helvellyn to scatter ashes.
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Yet by the twenty-first century, even some Roman Catholics appear to have been attracted by these options, for why else would the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith have explicitly condemned the retention of ashes in the home, their division among relatives, their scattering on land, sea or air, or their preservation as mementos, or within pieces of 105 Leaney argues that in contrast, working-class funerals have been more likely to remain lavish affairs, designed to confer status on the deceased. Working class families were therefore more likely to continue with traditional burials.'Ashes to Ashes', p. 
